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Example of heavy ground cover required for
long-term no-till.  The full range of benefits
from conservation tillage, both economic and
environmental, cannot be realized without
surface cover as shown above.

DEFINITION

Planting all crops for at least five
consecutive years in at least 80% residue
cover from the existing crops, and/or cover
crops, with no soil surface width
disturbance greater than 25% of the row
spacing.

PURPOSE

To reduce wind and water erosion; improve
rainfall infiltration; improve soil quality;
improve ground and surface water quality;
and to reduce agricultural inputs required
to produce food and fiber.

CRITERIA

The following criteria must be met:
1. A minimum of 80% ground cover is

required at planting.  The line transect
method is to be used to determine
percent ground cover, and is described
on page 3.

2. Any tillage needed for restrictive layer
management, herbicide applications,
etc., is allowed; however, the 80%
ground cover must be met.

3. The five year period for long term no-
till begins with the first crop at planting
time and ends with the last crop at
harvest.

4. Soil disturbance during the harvest of
crops should be held to a minimum.

5. Soil tests should be made every 2-3
years.  Sample to a depth of 4 inches
following NCDA guidelines.

6. Removal of ground cover by haying,
grazing, harvesting, or gleaning, etc.
will not leave enough ground cover to
meet the 80% required.

7. Cover crops must be allowed to reach
maturity levels as follows: legumes,
early bloom; grains, boot.

OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE

1. Monitor for weed shifts, such as
perennial species replacing annuals.

2. Harvesting will sometimes result in
rutted fields.  Disking is to be a last
resort.  Before any smoothing is
done, contact the local office
for guidance.
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Soil improvements are visible in the top six-inch
depth of this fine-textured piedmont soil after
eleven years of continuous no-till with heavy
surface cover.

Additional Notes or Specifications
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Soil on left was disked to smooth out ruts,
shown after a few rains.  Soil on right, just a
few feet away, has surface aggregates left
intact.

Low-residue crops such as cotton, vegetables,
or corn silage will need to be followed by a
winter cover crop to meet the ground cover
requirements of long-term no-till.
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ESTIMATING PERCENT GROUND COVER 
USING THE LINE TRANSECT METHOD 

 
The line transect method has proven most effective in estimating the percent 
ground cover by plant residue.  The following is the recommended procedure for 
using the line transect method. 
 
! Use a commercially available 50 or 100 foot long tape or chain which has 

one-foot intervals clearly marked. 

! Select an area that is representative of the field as a whole and stretch the 
line out across the rows.  Lay the tape at a 45 degree angle off the row 
direction. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
! Walk along the line, stopping at each one-foot mark, using the same edge of 

the line for all sightings.  Looking straight down, determine whether a piece 
of residue is directly beneath the mark.  Count the number of marks under 
which is seen a piece of residue large enough to intercept a raindrop.  A rule 
of thumb is to count only residue which is 3/32 inch wide.  Do not move the 
line while counting. 

! When using a line with 100 marks, the per cent residue cover is equal to the 
number of marks under which a piece of residue is counted.  Double the 
number for a 50-foot line. 
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